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“What Do You Do?” – A Year in Chaplaincy 

It has been a year, almost to the day, since I began working as a hospice 

chaplain. I work for a small homecare agency, which means we serve people 

wherever they are living, be that in a private residence, a nursing facility, or, 

occasionally, in a hospital. I work on a team of medical professionals including a 

physician, a nurse, an aide, a social worker, and a volunteer coordinator.  

Ministry in general, and chaplaincy in particular, is a profession defined by 

questions.  

 Going into hospice work, the questions coming from patients and families 

are  the ones you might expect:  

“Why is this happening?” “Is there a God?” “What is going to happen to me?” 

“How do I move on from this?” 

  And you’d be right, people do ask their hospice chaplain those questions 

quite frequently.  

There is one question that I have been asked more than any other, however.  

“What do you do?” 
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This question comes in many contexts and, over the last year, I’ve learned it 

holds many different meanings.  

“What do you do?” is asked by patients and their family members when I 

introduce myself to them as a member of their care team. This makes sense. The 

nurse does pain assessments, administers medication, and replaces dressings. The 

aide assists with bathing and feeding. The social worker helps navigate medical 

insurance bureaucracy and explains Do Not Resuscitate forms.  

What do I do? 

I typically respond to the question by offering a short job description. “I am 

here to help coordinate your spiritual care and support you in whatever way will be 

most helpful to you. I work with people of all faiths and people of no faith at all.”  

Some people find this reassuring, especially those who’ve been viewing me 

with suspicious side-eye since I entered the room, concerned I’m going to use their 

vulnerable circumstances as an opportunity to convert them or wondering how 

much time they really have left if a chaplain has come.   
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Chaplain or Minister can be a loaded word for many people. I rarely find a 

person with completely neutral feelings about clergy.  

For better or worse, especially in a hospice or hospital setting, when a 

chaplain shows up, people suddenly get nervous because there is a popular 

misconception in our culture that chaplains only show up when death is imminent. 

I call it the “Last Rites” phenomenon.  

When I arrive, some people see the Grim Reaper standing right beside me, 

as if we are partners in some sort of dark buddy cop movie. 

“Ok, Laura.” You might be thinking right now, “But answer the question: 

What do you do?” 

What do I do? Here, in no particular order, is a list of things I do in the 

course of any given day: 

I attend meetings. 

I visit with patients. 

I listen. 

I offer conversation; this includes: small talk, discussion of current events, 

discussion of not so current events, and/or discussion of the meaning of life, death, 

and the nature of reality. Some visits include all of the above. 
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I ask questions about photographs I see. 

I listen. 

I answer questions about the dying process. 

I connect with patient’s family members by phone. 

I inquire after their spiritual, emotional, and spiritual well-being. 

I listen. 

I hold hands. 

I place cool clothes on foreheads.  

I play music. Each of my patients has their own Pandora station tailored to 

their musical tastes. 

I transcribe letters for patients unable to write but still able to speak. 

I listen. 

I help people plan their memorial services. 

I sit vigil. 

I make death notification phone calls.  

I wait with the body for the family to arrive. 
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I wait with the family for the funeral home to arrive. 

I affirm tears. 

I affirm laughter.  

I offer tissues.  

I listen. 

I lead memorial services. 

I call our bereaved family members periodically to see how they are coping. 

I listen. 

I lead grief support groups. 

I lead staff support groups. 

I listen. 

I offer suggestions and referrals when my counsel is sought. 

Oh. 

And I pray. 

About the vocation of chaplaincy, Kate Braestrup, says, “Whatever 

theological or doctrinal systems a chaplain begins her ministry with, the work itself 
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has a distinctly streamlining effect. A chaplain doesn’t have a leisurely hour in 

which to explain God.  

The suffering is right there, and its urgency demands an immediate response. 

We don’t give a lot of sermons out in the field or in hospital rooms or in the streets. 

Instead, we are called upon to offer the spiritual equivalent of triage.  

We’re asked to pray.”  

If people know nothing else about chaplains, they usually know that we can 

be asked to pray.  

And I have been so lucky to have been invited to pray with and for many 

people over this past year.  

Sometimes I am asked to say the familiar words that may have brought 

comfort over the course of a lifetime, such as the “Our Father.”  

Other times I craft a new prayer in the moment, one that acknowledges hurt 

and anger, lifts up hope, and weaves in love so that all the clashing feelings of a 

patient or a family can be given a voice and a sense of sacredness. 

I invite the patient or family member offer their own words for the prayer, so 

they know, as Barbara Brown Taylor says, “that we are able to bless one another 
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and recognize the holiness holding its sometimes bony, often tender, always life-

giving hand above their heads.”  

But in the end, the question, “What do you do?” is an impossible question 

for a chaplain to answer fully because ministry isn’t about ultimately about doing 

anything. 

 It’s about showing up.   It’s about pay attention.   It’s about bearing witness.  

And this is a real sticking point in a culture that desperately wants to 

quantify, to evaluate, and to measure all manner of action.  

We value productivity and that’s all well and good to a point. But what 

hospice work is teaching me, each and every day, is that there comes a time when 

“doing” becomes far less important than “being.” 

And this is really hard. Because I am a “do-er” at heart. I really am. And I 

know a lot of you are, too.  

When someone asks me, “What did you do today?” I want to give them a 

heroic laundry list of deeds that will hopefully include the laundry itself.  

And I am encouraged by our society to frame my work and my life that way. 

I doubt I am alone in this. Every day, I fill out my electronic timesheet with the 
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events of my day categorized by items such as “family meeting” “patient visit” and 

“supplies requisition.”  

I am awarded corresponding “productivity points” for these tasks. 

 When I saw this for the first time, I wanted to shake my fist at the corporate 

gods and scream, “Are you kidding? Don’t give type-A personalities productivity 

points! That’s just an unhealthy challenge!”  

Even in the notes that I submit at the end of each visit, I am required to 

document what I did.  

And I get it. Documentation aids in communication, accountability, and 

improving standards of care. 

 But it is a strange thing to do in a way because even as I am writing the 

summary of my visit down, I know it is not capturing the substance of what 

occurred during a visit.  

It says that I offered companionship but nothing about the quality of that 

companionship. It says I provided prayer but does not capture the spirit with which 

that prayer was offered or received.  
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And this phenomenon extends beyond the world of hospice chaplaincy.  

Each and every one of us here could recite the list of things we do or plan on doing 

each day. We are task-oriented creatures living in a productivity driven world.  

And I am telling you that what you do is not nearly so important as how you 

are. 

 English grammar isn’t helping me make this point every clearly.  

What I am saying is that your presence, devoid of any action whatsoever, is 

the most precious gift you can offer another person.  

We have heard this message before, yeah? 

That’s part of the reason we seek out churches in the first place, because we 

know this on some level. But we need to be reminded. 

 Over and over.  

And we need to be reminded not just by hearing it, not just by thinking it, 

but by being it.  

We need to practice just being with another person before we can see for 

ourselves its transformative power.  
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We need to witness it again and again before we can come to trust that 

simply showing up and paying attention have immense worth. 

When I meet new people now and the subject of professions comes up, there 

is often an interesting pause in the conversation that I’m fairly certain would not 

have occurred if I had said I manage a Starbucks or teach skydiving or something 

like that.  

When I say I am a hospice chaplain, my new acquaintance becomes more 

subdued makes a generalized comment about how hard that must be and how 

special I am because I do it.  

I appreciate the sentiment but I’m not special.  

What I am is incredibly fortunate.  

Everyday I get to bear witness to these amazing, tiny moments in the lives of 

others. I get to witness a man who has been in a coma for days smile when his first 

great-grandchild is brought into the room to meet him.  

I get to laugh with a son as he shares a story about the time his mother broke 

into his middle school and stole all the frogs in the science lab so he wouldn’t be 

faced with dissecting one.  
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And I get to be present when a woman takes her last breath and goes home 

to the family she’s been telling me about for months, the ones she knows are 

waiting for her on the other side. As she died, I could hear the voice of the Bingo 

announcer reading off numbers in the dining room and a Rhianna song playing on 

a radio in the lobby.  

Everyday I get to see how ordinary yet profound death is. 

 It’s like life that way. 

Being a hospice chaplain feels like being allowed a front row seat in the 

School of Life. I get an unobstructed view of the lessons but I’m occasionally put 

on the spot with a difficult question or unexpected pop quiz. What I have to 

remember is to show up, sit down, listen, and above all, pay attention.  

Thankfully, I have all of you to help remind me. 

 

Please join me in saying, “Amen.” 

 


